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Counterterrorism Group 
Bypassed on Iran Deal 

White House Ignored Experts' Warnings 


By Waiter Pincug 

W ellington Post St, iff Writer 

President Reagan and his top ad- 
visers failed to tell their own secret 
interagency counterterrorism group 
that they were selling arms to Iran 
in an effort to win release of Amer- 
ican hostages in Lebanon and later 
ignored the experts’ warnings that 
arms shipments would never get all 
the Americans released, according 
to informed sources. 

The counterterrorism group op - 
erated^ under a broad 1 ^^presi - 
dential intelligence “finding, up- 
dated this year, that authorized co- 
vert actions to free hostages and 
prevent terrorism. 

These findings, which were re- 
viewed by appropriate agencies and 
shared secretly with the House and 
Senate in telligence committees , 
permitted - meetings to enlist th e 
help of foreign governments arid 
middlemen, and allowe~d~ such dF 
v ert a ctions as att empting to entrap 
one group holding a U.S. hostage by 
offerin g it money . 

However, the findings did not 
permit the transfer of arms to 
Iran — a step that was opposed by 
Secretary of State George P. Shultz 
and Defense Secretary Caspar W. 
Weinberger in White House meet- 
ings with the president in Decem- 
ber and early January. 

Despite their opposition, Reagan 
proceeded to authorize the sale~~of 
s uch arms under another secret in- 
t elligence finding that the White 
House said was signed on Jan, 17 
without Shultz’s knowledge, accord - 
in cum informed sources. 1 he pres- 
ident also ordered Z;iA Directo r 
W illiam J. Casev not to informXon - 
g ress of this particular findin g. * 

Although the interagency coun- 
terterrorism group met weekly at 
the White House to map plans to 
prevent terrorist acts and discuss 
the status of all American hostages, 
Lt. Col. Oliver L. North, the Na- 
tional Security Council represent- 
ative, never discussed the Iran 


arms gambit with his colleagues, ac- 
cording to sources. 

“He did occasionally hint some- 
t hing was going on” with Iran, one 
source saidTBut he never went into 
details before the group, which also 
i ncluded the top counterterrorism 
officials from the Defense Depart^ 
ment. Joint Chiefs of Staff, CIA , 
S tate Department and F BT 

Members of the interagency 
group did learn, without being told 
officially, that arms had gone to 
Iran before the September release 
of one hostage, the Rev. Benjamin 
Weir. These experts also knew 
about the administration debates in 
December and January about 
whether more arms should be pro- 
vided to the Iranians. But they, like 
their principals, were under the im- 
pression that the answer to that 
question was no, according to in- 
formed sources. 

Last July, however, members of 
the group somehow picked up in- 
dications that arms shipments were 
behind the release later that month 
of the Rev. Lawrence M. Jenco. 

Subsequently, the White House 
ignored warnings that continued 
arms shipments to Tehran would 
not gain release of all the U.S. hos- 
tages held by pro-Iranian extrem- 
ists in Lebanon, according to the 
sources. 

‘They were told that when the 
number of American hostages [in 
the hands of the Islamic Jihad group 
in Lebanon] got down to two" from 
the five held when the arms-to-Teh- 
ran program began. They will not 
go below two," one of the experts 
said, “because they can keep them 
separated and thus guarantee if an 
attempt to free one takes place they 
can kill the other." Another source 
said, “we knew they would not re- 
lease any more until they got what 
they wanted." 

What “they wanted," sources 
said, was release of 17 persons be- 



ing held in Kuwait s prisons tor ter- 
rorist acts in that country. The 
United States says it has never put 
any pressure on the emir of Kuwait 
to release any of his captives, “and 
will not," a top Reagan administra- 
tion official said recently. 

Despite the warnings from some 
members of his counterterrorism 
group that more hostages would not 
be released until Kuwait took some 
action, Reagan and his top White 
House aides continued to say pub- 
licly that they expected all the hos- 
tages to be released, even after the 
Iran operation was publicly exposed 
on Nov. 4 and criticized by Iranian 
leaders. 

As recently as this past Saturday, 
the president said in his weekly ra- 
dio broadcast that after the release 
of hostage David Jacobsen on Nov. 
2, “others were about to follow." 

The failure of Reagan and his top 
advisers to use the interagency 
group or State Department experts 
familiar with Iran in their clandes- 
tine program is one of several faulty 
steps taken by the National Se cIT 
rity Council and Casey during t he 
18 months of the so-called Iran ini- 
tiative, according to several mem - 
bers of the Senate Selec t Commit- 
tee on Intelligence . 

Some committee members sa y 
they are prepared to seek Casey’s 
r esignation because they consider 
I ran the latest in a string of intel- 
ligence failures that included the 
mishandling of Soviet defector Vi- 
t aly Yurchenko and the detection of 
Edward L. Howard, the first CIA 
ag ent to flee to the Soviet t)nion T~ 

From the inception of the Iran 
initiative, according to sources, 
Casey supported what some State 
Department experts say was a na- 
ive belief fostered in the White 
House that there were “moderate" 
elements in the Tehran govern- 
ment, and that they could be wooed 
with U.S. weapons to gain freedom 
for the hostages. The experts be- 
lieved that the United States was 
dealing not with some faction, but 
with the Iranian government itself, 
which was using its influence on the 
Moslem extremists who held the 
hostages to acquire military hard- 
ware desperately needed for the 
war with Iraq, the sources said. 

After the president decided to 
pursue the covert arms-to-Iran pro- 
gram, t he "State Department's ex- 
perts on that area were cut off no t 
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only from knowledge of the pro 
gram but also any intelligence "re- 
f erring to it. sourc es said. 

That left Casey dependent on his 
own agency's specialists. However , 
t he CIA's experts, who had prob- 
lems dealing with Iranian exi le 
groups opposed to Ayatollah ftuho l- 
la h Khomeini, had for several year s 
questioned any covert-action pro- 
posals designed to manipulate in- 
divi duals insi de th e ayatollah's gov r 
erning circle, sources said . 

Casey’s response irT the Whit e 
House-run operation was to bypas s 
his own specialists and hire an out- 
side consultant— retired CIA ope r- 
a tive Ge orgfijUaye , Who had Teen 
s tation cm^mlpoth Tehran and 
Riyadh and spoke fluent Farsi. Cave 
accompanied former national^ secu- 
rity adviser Robert C. McFarlane 
a nd North on May 28 on their fo ur- 
day trip to Tehran. 

Throughout the year, as North, 
McFarlane and other U.S. and Is- 
raeli representatives carried on dis- 
cussions with Iranian intermedia- 
ries, the operation came to focus 
almost solely on arms in exchange 
for hostages, according to informed 
sources. ‘Talk about future diplo- 
matic openings, if they ever really 
existed, disappeared,” according to 
one ranking member of Congress 
who has attended key White House 
briefings as well as intelligence 
committee hearings. 

When the Iranians publicized 
McFarlane’s mission to Tehran , 
first through a Beirut magazine and 
t he next dav in a speech by Hola- 
toleslam Hashemi Rafsanjani , 
speaker of the Iranian parliamen t, 
g overnment experts outside the 
CIA quickly read it as signaling the 
end of the secret negotiations. The" 
White House, however— wlfiT 
Casey’s encouragement, according 
to congressional sources — pro- 

moted the idea that the operation 
would continue. The Tehran " con- 
tacts” were said tobe open and - re- 
porters were told that the last two 


hostages in the hands of the pro» 
Iranian extremists in Lebanon 
might still be released. 


nigL - 

J Casey was invigorated bv the 
efforts to get 1CIA hostage William ) 
Buckley, and then kept going be- 
cause the president wanted it and’ 
Casey liked this kind of secret op- 
a congressional sour ce 


eration, 
added. 

Casev was also faulted hy some 
S enate intelligence committee 
members for not pointing out to7he~ 
White House the potential dangers 
to the operation that would com e 
fr om disclosure. Rafsanjani, who 
was privately described as the tar- 
get of the U.S. overtures, led the 
p ublic disclosure of the McFarlane " 
visit an d has regularly denigrate d 
the Ameri can efforts as a sign tha t 
Washington has been forced to ca- 
pitulate to Iran. 

He also said as recently as Sat- 
urday that Iran remains willing to 
help free the remaining American 
hostages, but only if the United 
States released about $350 million 
worth of arms purchased by the late 
shah and persuaded the Kuwaitis to 
release their Islamic Jihad prison- 
ers. 

Defenders of the White House 
approach have argued this is just 
Rafsanjani’s cover story, but other 
experts noted that many high-rank- 
ing Iranian political figures have 
also been privately wooing Western 
governments as part of a broader 
political initiative that began in mid- 
1965 and was kicked off by Kho- 
meini in a speech to his ambassa- 
dors. 


C asev is also faulted for not un - 
derstanding the motives of Islam ic 
Jihad, considered by many exper ts 
to be more a clarLof Lebanese fam - 
i lies rather than a tightly knit ter - 
r orist organization. The group, 
however, has be en sophisticated m 
i ts treatm ent of the hostage , 
sources sal<£ ■■ 

The order of release provides 
one example, sources said. The first 
hostage freed was Weir, probably 
because as a minister he was con- 
sidered likely to give the most sym- 
pathetic view of his captors. 

The second hostage freed, Jenco, 
_ was also a clergyman whose family 
had made a strong public plea to 
Reagan for more aggressive efforts 
a month before his release. On J t upe 
13, Reagan responded to that ap- 
peal by saying that an approach he 
had hoped would win freedom for all 
the captives “didn’t work out.” That 
statement came two weeks after 
McFarlane returned from his se- 
cret, unsuccessful mission to Teh- 
ran. 

The captors, like the hostages’ 
families, want publicity in the Unit- 
ed States to create pressure for 
Reagan to meet their demands^ the 
experts say. For that reason, they 
expect that the last hostage freed 
will be Terry Anderson, the Asso- 
ciated Press correspondent in Bei- 
rut who was seized in March 1985. 
That is because Anderson's sister, 
Peggy Say, is the most vocal of the 
hostages’ relatives, and because 
Anderson’s fellow journalists can be 
counted on to keep his captivityHn 
the public eye. 



CIA DIRECTOR CASEY 
. . . brought in consultant for mission 
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